The shady

side of
human nature

P

lato wrote, ‘the eyes are the window to
the soul’. Yet some people choose to
wear sunglasses as a mask, creating a barrier,
that gives anonymity the chance to move in.
As Le Bon (1895) wrote, ‘under the cloak
of anonymity many anti-social impulses are
released’.

Sunglasses and anonymity
In the 1950s, Haitian dictator Papa Doc
Duvalier created a brutal personal militia
called the Tontons Macoutes. Over the next
two decades, they were given free rein
to commit indiscriminate violence, such as
stoning or burning people alive, disregarding any ethical or civil rights in order to
suppress political opposition. Their trademark attire was straw hats, blue denim shirts,
dark glasses and machetes, which were used
to cut out the hearts, eyes and lungs of
opponents. It is estimated that the Tontons
Macoutes murdered up to 60,000 Haitians.
Zimbardo, in his classic Stanford Prison
study, was also interested in how anonymity
can harbour brutality. In his mock prison the

guards’ uniform included mirrored sunglasses
to help promote anonymity. Guards displayed
an increasing brutality towards the prisoners,
and the experiment — planned to last
2 weeks — ended after just 6 days.
The darkness provided by sunglasses
can shroud one’s identity, giving people
a licence to misbehave. The experience of
darkness, even one as subtle as wearing a
pair of sunglasses, triggers the belief that
we are protected from others’ attention and
inspections. But psychologist Chen-Bo Zhong
thinks that darkness doesn’t need to provide
anonymity to affect our behaviour — just
creating the illusion of anonymity is enough.
Someone sitting in a dim room or wearing
sunglasses may feel a sense of secrecy.

The dictator game
Zhong et al. (2010) decided to test this idea.
Fifty students played a dictator game. They
were given $6 and had to allocate part of it
to a partner. The game was played anonymously, and the partner sat in another room.
Participants wore clear glasses or sunglasses.

Reference
Zhong, C., Bohns, V. K. and Gino, F. (2010)
‘Good lamps are the best police: darkness
increases dishonesty and self-interested
behaviour’, Psychological Science, Vol. 21,
No. 3, pp. 311–14.

As predicted, participants who wore
sunglasses behaved selfishly by giving
significantly less ($1.81) than those wearing
clear glasses ($2.71). A post-experimental
questionnaire revealed that participants who
wore sunglasses did feel more anonymous
than those who wore clear ones. Zhong says,
‘Darkness appears to induce a false sense
of concealment, leading people to feel that
their identities are hidden.’ It appeared that
this perception of anonymity was enough to
breed dishonesty and self-interest.
Jane McGee is subject leader for
psychology at Old Swinford Hospital
and an A-level psychology examiner.
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Ethical research
in the digital age
Jeff Gavin and Karen Rodham look at research dilemmas
created by social media, internet use and big data

L

ong gone are the days when
psychologists could make participants think they were delivering
fatal electric shocks, turn students
into prisoners or prison officers and simply
watch what happened, or make 9-month-old
babies afraid of rats (Milgram, Zimbardo and
Watson respectively). Although society has
learned a lot from these studies, psychology’s
professional body (quite rightly) introduced
clear ethical standards which researchers
must attend to.
At its simplest, the essence of research
ethical guidelines is to ‘do no harm’. This
seems to be a clear and sensible rule of thumb
and it is tempting to think of ethics as a set
of rules we apply: ‘If x happens, then we do
y.’ However, what happens when the world
changes faster than our professional bodies
can keep up?

Our kind of research
As applied psychologists, we [Jeff and Karen]
have been studying people’s behaviour in the
digital world working on a range of projects,
including:
■■ online support for eating disorders and
chronic pain
■■ representations of self-harm on YouTube
■■ relationship issues, such as online dating,
sexting and online intimacy
■■ protest movements on Twitter
■■ (most recently) cyberstalking and revenge
porn

From the outset, we realised that ethics
panels were struggling to understand this
research, from both a practical and an ethical
point of view. Therefore, for the last decade or
so, we have been thinking and writing about
research ethics as it applies to work conducted
on and in the digital world.
Our conclusion is that research ethics is not
straightforward. Researchers cannot simply
follow a set of rules, but rather move towards
solving puzzles that address the complexities
of this new research environment. In the
rest of this article we explore unintended
consequences when rules were followed
instead of puzzles being solved. We look
at the issues surrounding ‘big data’ and we
conclude with a set of questions for you to
think about.

Rule books and guidelines
It is clear that our professional bodies have
struggled to produce ethical guidelines
that keep abreast of the
rapidly changing
nat u re of t he
digital world. Some
simply put the onus
on the researche r s t he m s e lve s
to keep abreast of
developments in
online research. For

example, in 2002 the British Sociological
Association stated:

‘

Members should take special care
when carrying out research via the
internet. Ethical standards for internet
research are not well developed as yet.
[…] Members who carry out research
online should ensure that they are
familiar with ongoing debates on
the ethics of internet research, and
might wish to consider erring on the
side of caution in making judgements
affecting the wellbeing of online
research participants.

’

These guidelines were written in 2002,
when the digital landscape consisted mainly
of the World Wide Web (Web 1.0), email
and text-based message boards. The ethical
dilemmas posed by these platforms differ
markedly from later additions to the digital
landscape: YouTube (2005), Facebook
(2006), Twitter (2006), Instagram (2010)
and Snapchat (2011), to name just a few.
In addition, the advent of smartphones,
wearable technologies (such as FitBits) and
the near saturation
of social media use
by some populations, has changed
the ways we relate
to each other and
to technology itself.
It is no wonder that
ethics committees
struggle to keep up.

Signposts
ethical studies, ethical guidelines, internetmediated research, social media
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PROFESSIONAL BODIES HAVE
STRUGGLED TO PRODUCE ETHICAL
GUIDELINES THAT KEEP ABREAST
OF THE RAPIDLY CHANGING
NATURE OF THE DIGITAL WORLD

Responsibility: recognising our responsibility to do no harm.
■■ Integrity: valuing honesty, accuracy,
clarity and fairness of our interactions with
all persons.
■■

Social media
Current BPS guidelines
The expansion of digital technology brings
with it new ethical challenges, particularly
in terms of consent, privacy and confidentiality. Indeed, in December 2016 the British
Psychological Society (BPS) wrote:

‘

as advances in technology extend
the opportunities for psychological
research, they may also introduce
additional complexities around our
adherence to established ethical
principles, often in ways which may
not be immediately obvious.

’

The BPS Internet-Mediated Research
Guidelines, originally written in 2013,
highlight the issues facing researchers. They
emphasise the need for ethical guidelines
not to be used as a rule book, but as a set of
guiding principles.
This is similar to the position of the British
Sociological Association and represents an
important shift. It is not possible to have
a set of ethical rules that can deal with all
situations, rather, all researchers need to
ensure that they uphold the essence of our
ethical principles (BPS 2009):
■■ Respect: valuing the dignity and worth
of all persons.
■■ Competence: recognising the limits of our
knowledge, skill, training and experience.

www.hoddereducation.psychologyreview
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Even when researchers do follow the traditional ethical rules, they are not always in
a position to understand the actual ethical
implications of their research in the digital
world. Moreover, members of ethics panels
are not necessarily familiar with the latest
trends in social media. This can lead to
blanket judgements regarding all social media
research, or ill-informed conditions being
placed on the researcher that are incompatible with the media being studied.
As an example, a dissertation student
investigating self-presentation through selfies
was told she could ask participants to provide
screenshots of recent selfies to form the basis
of an interview discussion … provided she
at no time looked at these images! While
frustrating, this is understandable.
The point here is that, while we can easily
apply a set of rules (such as ‘researchers must
anonymise data’), we need to think beyond
these rules to the social practices surrounding
the digital practices that we are investigating.
Researchers and the ethical committees
that oversee their work are not always in a
position to do this. How can researchers or
ethics committees uphold the responsibility
to ‘do no harm’ if they are not in a position
to foresee potential harm (or lack thereof)?
We have suggested that researchers draw
on the experience of social media users
themselves when anticipating the ethical

issues raised in social media research.
Rather than blanket rules, each study should
be considered on a case by case basis. In
other words, the ethical puzzles facing
psychologists have become more complicated
as the nature of data has changed. This is due
to changes to the digital landscape but also
because of our new-found ability to collect,
analyse and share massive datasets ‘mined’
from social media.

Big data
Psychologists are now faced with what is
known as the ‘big data challenge’. ‘Big data’
refers to datasets that are so large that traditional methods of data collection and
analysis no longer work. Instead, complex
software is required to ‘capture’ this data and
allow researchers to visualise and see connections and patterns in social media use.

Analysis of TV and tweets
This can be seen in recent research by Brooker
et al. (2016) on the relatively new media
practice of ‘second viewing’, or live-tweeting. This refers to simultaneous TV viewing
and social media use, often with an official
hashtag. Using the same hashtags, the conversation can continue on social media after the
show has ended or when others are viewing
it on catch-up TV.

THE ETHICAL PUZZLES FACING
PSYCHOLOGISTS HAVE
BECOME MORE COMPLICATED
AS THE NATURE OF DATA HAS
CHANGED

3

24/07/2017 3:04 pm

EXISTING PSYCHOLOGY ETHICS
REGULATIONS ARE CLEARLY NOT
DESIGNED FOR BIG DATA RESEARCH

The researchers were interested in the
ways that traditional media (TV) and social
media (Twitter) converge to enable political
discussion in everyday talk. They did this
by analysing all publically available tweets
related to the UK TV show Benefits Street.
First, researchers used recently developed
software to ‘harvest’ all tweets containing
#benefitsstreet over a 16-day period. This
produced over 124,000 tweets by 6,788 users.
They then used a series of algorithms to
identify the frequency of tweets across this
period, to understand when live-tweeting is
most likely to occur.
Next, this vast body of data was displayed
on something like a word map, to allow the
researchers to visualise how particular words
and ideas cluster together in these Twitter
discussions. This allowed the researchers
to identify how the programme was talked

about on Twitter. Individual tweets, either
on a particular topic or by a particular user,
were then extracted from the data for closer
qualitative analysis. This type of research
not only blurs the boundaries between
psychology, mathematics and computer
science, but also between quantitative and
qualitative analysis.

Ethical issues in this research
Existing psychology ethics regulations are
clearly not designed for big data research.
Such data are not only massively scaled
in quantity, but the nature of the data is
different to that normally dealt with by
psychologists. The data are inter-connected
and multi-authored, units of analysis (such
as tweets) are shared, liked and retweeted
between users, between friends and strangers, celebrities and businesses, and humans
and bots. The ability to collect, store, share
Applied psychologists study online topics
such as cyberstalking

References
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and reanalyse large datasets complicates
informed consent.
When would a participant consent and
can we know what they are consenting to?
For example, at what point might consent be
given? When a user posts? At the time that
researchers harvest the data from Twitter?
Or each time a different researcher analyses
the data?
In short, big data research moves the
focus away from human participants towards
‘distributed groupings or classifications’.
Traditional ethical concepts of risk, such
as physical harm, psychological distress,
breach of privacy and anonymity to
individuals, are less relevant than concerns
about surveillance, individual and group
discrimination, and data protection.

Moving from ‘rules’ to solving
puzzles
At the start of this article we suggested that
it was tempting to think of ethics as a set of
rules we apply: ‘If x happens, then we do y.’
We hope that we have shown throughout this
article that the digital world changes too fast
for there to be a clear set of rules. What we are
now faced with is a fast-changing environment with multiple layers and with this comes
the potential for unintended consequences.
As such, psychologists must accept the
idea that ethics for the digital age requires
a different mindset, one that is geared up
to maintaining the mantra of ‘do no harm’
while achieving this through solving puzzles,
rather than applying ‘if, then’ rules. This
ever-changing landscape requires ethics
committees and funding bodies to apply
different methods of assessing research
proposals to reflect this digital age.

Questions for you
Bearing all this in mind, here is a series of
questions for you to think about. Consider the
following example that was originally used by
Alexander (2008) to highlight the complexity
of research and the online environment:
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If you wanted to study the comments on a
vlog, whose permission do you need?

If a researcher wanted to study this discussion, whose consent would be sought?
■■ In this scenario, whose right to anonymity needs protecting?
■■ If only one link in this network of sites
is considered ‘private’, does that render the
whole exchange private?
■■ Or does a ‘private’ user linking and contributing to this multi-site discussion render
his or her contribution public?
■■ How would you solve this ethical puzzle
ethically?
■■

‘

Jeff Gavin is a senior lecturer in
psychology at the University of Bath,
where he teaches cyberpsychology.
He researches online support across a
range of media, and the role of mobile
technologies and social media in young
adults’ relationships.

A YouTube member uploads a video.
Others comment on this video,
which is subsequently discovered by
other internet users through social
aggregators and search services. These
people add comments to the original
video entry (which they might link to
from their own YouTube, Facebook or

Twitter accounts via ‘liking’ or ‘sharing’
the video or ‘following’ the original
poster), view the video, and add
further comments on YouTube, thus
intensifying and contributing further to
a networked discussion across multiple
sites, with multiple authors, and text,
hypertext and audio-visual content.

Karen Rodham is a professor of
health psychology at the Staffordshire
University. She employs online research
methods to explore how people cope
with difficulties. Together, she and Jeff
Gavin have published several articles on
online ethics.

’
Ethics and A-level
online research
Reading the article by Gavin and Rodham may make you think about
the ethical issues of carrying out your own research online. The
Association for the Teaching of Psychology has recently issued new
ethical guidance for student research and they pay special attention
to internet-mediated research.

Online surveys
You may, for example, carry out online surveys using tools like
Surveymonkey or Kwiksurvey. This may seem safe enough, but there
are some recommendations to follow.
First, remember you won’t be able to see respondents’ reactions to
your questions and you won’t therefore be able to offer comfort or a
referral if you upset them. It is therefore really critical not to survey
people online about anything likely to cause upset.

www.hoddereducation.psychologyreview
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You should also make sure respondents know they can withdraw
from the survey at any time or leave out questions. Don’t forget to
include a debrief at the end of your survey.

Social media
Using social media can raise additional issues because it is incredibly
difficult to ensure that participants’ privacy, anonymity and confidentiality are maintained. Obviously this is less of an issue if you are
analysing material intended for public consumption, for example
celebrity tweets. However, it is advisable to steer clear of using your
own social networks for student research.
If you do want to analyse public social media, look carefully into
the provider’s policies. You may need, as a matter of law, to obtain
their permission before carrying out any analysis.
Matt Jarvis
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key studies

Remembering
(Bartlett 1932)
Phil Banyard and Andy Grayson review this
classic study, which presents a very different
view of memory compared to the multi-store
model

H

ow does your memory work? How accurate is it? We often
mis-remember or forget words and stories. But does the same
thing happen with images? One simple test of this is to sit down now
and try to draw the buildings in your street. You’ll be surprised how
difficult this is, and also what you miss out.

Boxes in the head
Memory research in psychology often involves ‘boxes in the head’
models, where the researchers end up with a diagram of what is
happening in your memory and present it in the form of boxes with
lots of arrows. Someone who took a very different approach was the
UK psychologist Frederick Bartlett. His book on this topic, written in
1932, is still a classic.
Bartlett was writing before many of the ‘boxes in the head’
models were first developed and he took a very different approach.
Instead of focusing on the material that had to be remembered, he
explored other important features like the attitudes of the participant
and their prior experience.

PsychologyReviewExtras
Go online to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
psychologyreviewextras for an infographic
evalution of the Bartlett study.

the same material over a period of time. The changes in the remembering are analysed to discover any systematic distortions.
In the second method (the method of serial reproduction), the
material is reproduced by the first participant. This reproduction
is seen by the second participant who then makes their own
reproduction. This new reproduction is seen by the next participant
and so on, resulting in a ‘chain’ of remembering. When we pass on
material in a spoken form in this way it is sometimes referred to as
a Chinese whisper (after a children’s game), and you will know from
experience how distorted a message can become as it passes from
one person to another.
Sometimes Bartlett used folk tales to see how people would
remember and make sense of them. The most famous one of these
is the War of the Ghosts and you will see this in some textbooks. It
is a tale about some warriors going to battle in canoes and one of
them is fatally wounded. However, Bartlett also used images, and
that’s what we are going to look at in this article.

The study
The pictures were shown to participants who were then given something to do for around 15 to 30 minutes before being asked to
reproduce the drawings. Simple, but ambiguous, pictures were used
and as many as 20 reproductions were collected for one chain. (Note:
Bartlett did not provide details of how many participants were tested
or where he did the testing.)

Bartlett’s methods

Results

Bartlett used two main methods in his studies. In one (the method of
repeated reproduction), a single person is asked to keep remembering

Bartlett observed a number of systematic changes that occurred in
the pictures, including the following.
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Simplification
Whenever there was a design which was not easily categorised
(because it was odd or unfamiliar), there was a strong tendency to
elaborate this into a recognisable form. Once in this form, the feature
would then be simplified into a conventional example of this feature
or form. If the chain continued, then elaboration developed from the
new simplified drawing until it once again became ambiguous and
started to simplify and change form again.

Naming
Verbal labels affected the reproductions of the drawings. One participant described their memorisation of the mulak as follows:

‘

I visualised throughout and gave names to the parts. I said to
myself: ‘a heart at the top, then a curve and a straight post
down to a little foot at the bottom. Between these two a letter
W, and half a heart half-way up on the left-hand side. (p. 183)

’

This participant produced a drawing that followed this description
but showed massive changes from the original picture.

Discussion

Figure 1 Example of serial reproductions

Transformation to conventional representations
Whenever the material was meant to represent a common object but
contained some unfamiliar features, then these features were transformed during the course of the serial reproduction. For example,
a lopsided, abstract drawing of a face soon becomes upright and
round and develops the appearance of a regular face over just a few
reproductions.

Elaboration
Sometimes people add to the drawing and elaborate the detail.
Figure 1 is an example of elaboration. The drawing is a representation of the Egyptian ‘mulak’, a conventionalised reproduction of an
owl, which may have been used as the model for our letter ‘M’. The
elaboration of certain features, for example the tail of the cat, can
be seen to develop from the original sweep of the lines in the owl.
However, by the tenth reproduction, the tail is actually sweeping
in the other direction to the original drawing, and the cat has also
acquired whiskers and a bow!
www.hoddereducation.psychologyreview
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Bartlett suggested that we base any learning on our existing
schemas, which are ways of categorising information in the world
based on our past experience. When these conflict with what is being
remembered, then distortions occur to make the material more in
keeping with our world view, to make it fit into our existing schemas.
Bartlett’s argument is that learning and memory are active
processes involving effort after meaning. The process of recall
involves a constructive component, in that we use what we have
retained, along with our existing schemas to re-create the original.
The distortions, elaborations and simplifications that he observed in
the serial reproduction of pictures support this perspective.
Bartlett’s work was criticised as being too vague, and his
predictions were seen as being relatively untestable. The following 50
years saw memory researchers concentrating on controlled laboratory
studies using material of limited meaning. However, over the last
three decades there has been a growing emphasis on meaningful
material and how it is recalled in real-life situations, for example the
work of Elizabeth Loftus.
The studies on remembering by Bartlett make continued reference
to the cultural context of material, and show an awareness that
people with different experiences will interpret, memorise and
recall the same material in very different ways. This was another
feature that was ignored by psychologists for a number of years, and
highlights the value of Bartlett’s original studies.
Phil Banyard is an editor of Psychology Review and reader in
psychology at Nottingham Trent University.
Andrew Grayson is reader in psychology at Nottingham Trent
University.
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matt’s maths

Quantitative and
qualitative data
Are psychologists divided over which type of
data is best? Matt Jarvis investigates

F

References
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gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) physicians’ experiences in the
workplace’, Journal of Homosexuality, Vol. 58, pp. 1,355–71.

irst, let’s be clear what we are talking about when we use the
terms ‘quantitative,’ ‘qualitative’ and ‘data.’ The word ‘data’ is
the plural of ‘datum’. A datum is a single piece of information. All
research involves gathering and analysing information, which may be
quantitative or qualitative. In psychology we work with both quantitative and qualitative data. Quantitative data are any that come in
the form of numbers. We use numbers to measure an amount, range
or frequency in our data. Qualitative data are any not in the form of
numbers. In psychology this is most commonly in the form of words
but might be pictorial, musical or in the form of a facial expression.
One thing to note is that both quantitative and qualitative data
concern what people think and feel — that is not exclusive to the
qualitative approach.

appropriate for the aim of exploring individual experiences and their
meaning to victims.
A superficially similar study by Eliason et al. (2011) used an online
questionnaire to gather quantitative data about LGBT doctors’
experiences of discrimination. This study generated percentages of
doctors that had suffered various types of discrimination, appropriate
to the aim of exploring the scale of homophobia as opposed to its
personal meaning to individuals.

We need both types of data

A study requiring both types of data

There are many stories circulating in academic psychology of bad
feeling (and sometimes behaviour) between quantitative and qualitative researchers. It can be easy to get into ‘my data are better than
yours’ arguments (and you can read a discussion along these lines
between two researchers in Psychology Review, Vol. 20, No. 3). As
a discipline we really need both types, although many researchers
have a strong preference for working with one or other type of data,
largely due to what kinds of questions they ask with their research.
Generally, quantitative research is concerned with (cautiously)
trying to establish facts. We might, for example, ask ‘How common
is…?’ or ‘Which is better, … or …?’ These questions cry out for
numbers.
However, sometimes psychologists are trying to answer more
complex questions like ‘How does … feel for …?’ For questions like
this, quantitative data typically produce quite crude answers and a
qualitative analysis of what people say about their experiences will
usually yield richer findings. Note that the aim here is to understand
the personal meaning of an event rather than objective facts.
Qualitative researchers are generally more cautious than quantitative
researchers about the existence of facts.

Depending on how long you have been studying psychology, there
is a good chance you will have come across Stanley Milgram’s obedience research. Milgram was largely interested in how obedient
people are to destructive orders. This research question required
quantitative data in the form of how many people administered the
electric shocks of different voltages.
However, Milgram was also interested in people’s feelings about
the orders and their responses to them. He therefore also collected
qualitative data in the form of transcripts of what participants said
during the procedure and observations of their non-verbal responses.
These qualitative data revealed the extent of people’s distress at the
destructive orders and complemented the quantitative data.
This is critical because only the combination of quantitative
and qualitative data revealed the full picture, people were highly
obedient, but experienced great distress at being told to harm
someone.

Examples
We can illustrate the difference in the use of quantitative and qualitative data by means of the study of homophobic discrimination.
A study by Hunt et al. (2007) explored the kinds of experiences of
LGBT people working in a range of health and care professions by
means of interviews. These interviews generated qualitative data,
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Hunt, R., Cowan, K. and Chamberlain, B. (2007) ‘Being the gay one:
experiences of lesbian, gay and bisexual people working in the health
and social care sector’, Department of Health.

Question
Explain the difference between quantitative and qualitative data.

Matt Jarvis is a chartered psychologist and associate fellow
of the BPS. He is online editor for Psychology Review as well
as teacher of psychology at Totton College, Hampshire and
honorary research fellow at Keele University.
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exam focus

What makes a good
WJEC/Eduqas essay?

Rachel Dodge presents some key tips on the learnable skill of essay writing,
which will be useful whichever exam board you are studying

I

n examinations, your understanding of psychology is often
assessed through essays. However, writing a good essay can often
feel hard, even if you understand the topic that you need to write
about. The good news is that essay writing is a skill that you can
learn and improve on. So where do you start?

Looking at examples
A good starting point is to look at psychology essays that have been
written by other psychology students. Your teacher may have copies
of past examination responses or you could take a look at the WJEC/
Eduqas Online Exam Review website. Here you will find a selection of student answers that bring together the exam questions,
their marking schemes and examiner comments. Visit the site here:
oer.wjec.co.uk.
When you’ve got a couple of example essays, forget about the
mark scheme and just read them, and place them in rank order.
Put what you believe to be the best answer first and the worst
last. Now think about what has led you to this decision. Was it the
psychological content of the essay or was it the way the content
had been ‘woven together’? The chances are that you will find
www.hoddereducation.psychologyreview
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certain skills shown within the essay made it better, rather than the
psychological knowledge that the student demonstrated. So what
are these skills?

Structure
A good essay should be like a TV series such as CSI. There are some
stories that run through an entire series, just the same as there should
be an argument running through an essay. However within a TV
series there are separate episodes, each with their own clear beginning, middle and end. These are your individual paragraphs.
If you plan an essay in paragraphs this can be useful for revision,
especially if you give each paragraph a title that will help you
remember the content. When you come to write the essay again you
can use the ‘title’ for each paragraph as a way of introducing the
content or arguments that you want to present. Now try Activity 1.

Developing a sense of argument
Now you’ve started to consider the structure of your essay you
can start to see if your paragraphs are helping you to construct an
argument. In order to receive top-band marks in the exam, students

9
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Activities
Activity 1
Look back at the last psychology essay you wrote. Was your structure
logical? Look at the different chunks of your essay and think about
how they could be organised into different paragraphs. Decide which
paragraph each chunk belongs with and then order the text in each
paragraph and give the paragraphs titles to create a coherent essay.

Activity 2
Consider the following essay title:
‘Neuroscience has many positive applications in contemporary
society. However the ethical implications are debatable.’ Discuss.

•
•
•
•

What are the two sides of the argument in this essay?
How would this affect the structure of your answer?
How could you introduce this essay?
What would you need to do in your conclusion?

Activity 3
Go back to your last essay and highlight how many of the words from
Table 1 you have used. Are there places in your essay that would
benefit from adding more linking words?

Activity 4
Look at a study that you want to include in your essay. Try to write
a description of the study in a concise way for use in an essay. You
could do this by writing only one sentence for each aspect of the
study (e.g. aim, method, results etc.) or you could restrict yourself
to 50 words for the whole description. By doing this you will learn
how to select the most important aspects of the study that will help
support the argument you are presenting in your essay.

are required to present a ‘thorough discussion with well-developed
and balanced arguments’. If you only present one side of an
argument, unfortunately this will restrict you to half the marks that
are available for your evaluation. This is where you need to ensure
you have read the title of the question carefully and established what
arguments you need to put forward. Try Activity 2 now.

Linking words
An important part of writing a good essay is to make sure you use
appropriate language to link points together and create a good flow
of argument and discussion. Linking or transitional words are really
useful to use in your essay, since they not only connect ideas, but
can also introduce a certain shift, contrast or opposition, emphasis
or agreement, purpose, result or conclusion, etc. in the line of
argument. Have a look at Table 1 and then try Activity 3.

Using research evidence
When you are developing an argument in your essay it is often useful
to include research evidence to support the point you are making.
However, it is easy to get carried away with describing the research
rather than making effective use of the material.
When using studies as evidence in an essay, you do not need to
remember the date it was carried out. However, the names are useful
for adding detail. It is also not always necessary to give extensive
information about the sample and procedures. Often it’s the findings
of the study that you need to focus on to make your point. Now try
Activity 4.

Evaluating research evidence
If you use research evidence you may consider some evaluation of
the study. There is no such thing as a perfect study, so try to look
for both the good points and the limitations of any research. Since
every piece of research is unique, there will always be aspects that
apply to that single study, but there are also general guidelines that
you can consider to get your analytical mind working. Don’t feel that
you need to cover all of the following points in your essay. Maybe
start with one or two before considering specific evaluation for the
study you are using.

What method was used?
For every method, there is at least one
positive point and one limitation. Include
the type of data that is obtained from the
method. Make sure that you know the
method used and can provide at least one
advantage and one limitation of each method.

What sample was used?
Research findings can only be generalised to a population that is similar to the one used in the study,
so it’s necessary to consider how this might limit the
findings.

Were there any ethical problems with the
research?
Were the participants deceived, embarrassed or psychologically (or even physically) harmed by the study? If
so, was this absolutely necessary? Were they fully debriefed?

10
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Table 1 Linking words you can use

Add information
again
besides
moreover
another
together with
and
likewise
as well
furthermore
additionally
along with
also
for example
equally important
further

Conclude or
summarise

Contrast two things
or show a difference

in short
finally
in summary
in conclusion
consequently
due to
all in all
as a result
accordingly
to sum up
thus
therefore

but
even though
conversely
however
yet
even so
counter to
on the other hand
in the meantime
on the contrary
nevertheless
as opposed to

What are the implications and applications of
the research?
Do the results tell us something important about human behaviour?
Do they have applications in everyday life?

What is the social and political impact of the research?
Could the study be used to worsen or improve situations of
inequality? Some research is referred to as ‘socially sensitive’. Such
research topics include race-related research, research on sexuality
and that concerned with social and cultural diversity. It is important
that investigators recognise the potential for their findings to be
used to increase unfair treatment by those in power. Alternatively,
findings could be used by exploited groups to improve their
circumstances.

Does other research support the findings?
Is there any evidence that supports the findings of the study? In
contrast, is there any research which disagrees with the findings?

Emphasise a point

Show similarities

Clarify

again
indeed
to repeat
truly
in fact
to emphasise
for this reason
with this in mind

in the same manner
in the same way
also
likewise
like
both
as
similarly

that is
in other words
put another way
stated differently
to clarify

Use of conclusions
A good essay will look to draw your arguments together through
the use of conclusions. A conclusion will probably make an overall
judgement that sums up the key points made in relation to the essay
question, and will demonstrate your analytical skills. It can include
new information, but it does not have to. If there is a quote in the
question, a conclusion may refer to this, perhaps making a judgement about the accuracy of the quote. A conclusion does not always
have to be at the end of your essay. Mini conclusions throughout the
answer can be as effective.

Bringing it all together
Checklist:
Have you structured your paragraphs appropriately?
■■ Can each paragraph have an overall title that can sum up
the content?
■■ Have you presented both sides of the argument required by
the question?
■■ Have you used a range of linking words that help the flow of
the essay?
■■ Have you included appropriate research evidence?
■■ Have you evaluated the research evidence rather than just
described it?
■■ Have you included an overall conclusion or mini conclusions
throughout?
■■ Does your conclusion answer the question asked?
■■

Give it a go
If you’ve found these ideas useful, try out this WJEC online resource:
www.tinyurl.com/lhogkgt. It takes you through each of these
aspects of essay writing with examples from psychology essays
written by other students.

Rachel Dodge is the subject officer for
WJEC and WJEC Eduqas psychology.
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Dehumanisation
and the Second
World War
Paul Tritschler presents a
less well-known perspective
on the atrocities of the Second
World War and considers the
psychological explanations

Dresden after Allied bombing, 1945

PsychologyReviewExtras
Go to www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/psychologyreviewextras for
a podcast reflecting on the issues
of dehumanisation.

Signposts
obedience, conformity, social identity
theory, genocide, moral behaviour
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I

f asked to match up the words ‘genocide’
and ‘crimes against humanity’ with any
country on the globe, few would be
surprised if Germany and Japan were
among the top choices. These countries are
much changed today, but it remains important that each of us remembers their part in
the terrible crimes of the Second World War,
and that we learn from them.
But what are the lessons? There was a long
history of anti-Semitic feeling in Germany,
and some psychologists believe that this gave
impetus to the dehumanisation of the Jewish
population. However, similar sentiments
were evident in other European countries,
including our own. Had the Nazis come
to power in Britain — and a very small
group hoped that they would — might the
Holocaust have occurred here? We might be
appalled at such a suggestion, but we might
equally be appalled to learn that within that
same period, Britain and its Allies also carried
out prolonged campaigns of genocide against
civilians, and on an industrial scale.

The atrocities trail
On a recent visit to one of my favourite
haunts in London, a book shop
on Gloucester Road, I flicked
through the second-hand
paperbacks and old magazines
that were fading in the sun.
The leading article in a National
Geographic magazine commemorated the crews of the
US Eighth Army Air Force for
their forbearance and sacrifice
during Second World War raids.
Nothing unusual in that…but
the honour extended to the
bombing raids over German
cities. The story focused mainly
on the former pilots and had
photos of young men running
towards their planes, waving
and smiling as they climbed in,
each touching for luck an illustration painted on the side of
the plane of some 1940s pin-up
with red lips.
The men, who were now
grey-haired, appeared kind and
benevolent, all the more so
through their understandably
emotional reunion. The
editorial, too, was kind. It
claimed that German civilians
were regrettably but justifiably
www.hoddereducation.psychologyreview
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killed during ‘surgical’ bombing raids owing
to legitimate enemy targets being situated
near built-up residential areas. It sounded
familiar, and sadly all too recent. I dropped
the magazine into the pile in disgust, and
thought about the Lancaster bombers
thundering through the night sky, wave after
wave, dropping their bombs on civilians.
And I thought about the campaign of
dehumanisation that continued into the last
days of the war portraying all our enemies,
and even their children, as less than human.

Pest control: Tokyo 1945
The dehumanisation campaign was hardly
subtle: the enemy were bugs. Magazines
published propaganda cartoons depicting
the Italians, Germans and Japanese as parthuman and part-cockroach, and carried
clearly illustrated genocidal solutions: guns
blasting chemical dust clouds. Prior to
the mass incendiary bombing of Japanese
cities, the US Marines’ magazine, Letherneck,
displayed a cartoon of a half-human, halfinsect creature, entitled Louseous Japanicas,

American anti-Japanese poster, 1944

THE DEHUMANISATION
CAMPAIGN WAS HARDLY
SUBTLE: THE ENEMY WERE BUGS

to accompany an article calling for ‘enemy
breeding grounds to be completely annihilated’.
In the month following the article, March
1945, hundreds of B-29s roared across Tokyo,
dropping 1 million bombs containing 2,000
tons of incendiaries. In under 3 hours, over
100,000 people lay dead and 1 million were
made homeless. The firebombing of 67 cities
over the following 5 months resulted in the
further deaths of at least half a million people
— a deliberate policy of wiping out Japanese
civilians living in the densely populated
poorer districts. With no remorse, US Air
Force General Curtis Le May openly declared,
‘they were scorched and boiled and baked
to death’. Bomber crews said the stench of
burning flesh rose high into the air, forcing
them to use oxygen masks to keep from
vomiting. At the end of that 5-month period
came atomic destruction.
Dehumanisation was at
the heart of this campaign.
In the language of ‘pest
extermination’, enemies were
compared to insect armies, and
the discharging of rifles to that
of dispersing insecticides. The
campaign was not restricted
to the military sphere, but also
permeated all areas of civilian
life. For example, newspaper
advertisements promoting
insecticides to exterminate
insects in the workplace or
at home, showed cartoons of
the enemy with insect bodies.
Using such metaphors and
imagery, it is hardly surprising
that people came to consider
the enemy as vermin: a
subhuman and repulsive
species of animal pest.

Obeying orders:
Dresden 1945
In his book, Among the Dead
Cities, the philosopher A. C.
Grayling clearly stated what
many Germans already knew:
the terror bombing, as it came
to be known, of German towns
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and cities was a genocidal act, a crime against
humanity, and Allied air crew declaring they
were ‘only obeying orders’ was no justification.
The writer, Kurt Vonnegut — an eyewitness
to the Dresden raid, and deeply troubled
throughout his life by what he described as
‘the greatest massacre in European history’
— said that far from attempting to ‘precisionbomb’ military targets, the Allies systematically
eliminated populations by round-the-clock
bombing missions.
Over 1,200 Allied bombers dropped more
than 3,000 tons of incendiaries over Dresden,
a thousand tons more than were dropped in
the Tokyo raids in the following month. The
official line was that the war would be cut
short by demoralising the enemy, achieved by
firebombing civilians and their entire sociocultural life: hospitals, libraries, universities,
houses and schools.

The story from survivors
Eyewitnesses spoke of adults cremated to the
size of small dolls, of arms and legs everywhere, of whole families burnt to death, and
of people on fire running from burnt coaches
that were filled with civilian refugees and
dead rescuers. The rapidly rising hot air above
the bombed areas caused cold air to rush in,
drawing people into the escalating tornado.
One eyewitness spoke of her mother’s bid
to get her family to safety. In the race against
the firestorm she lost her older sister and
baby twins. Like many others, she looked
for them in vain, and spent the last hours of
the night in a hospital cellar among people
who lay dying in agony. She went back
to their tenement house the next day, but
everyone was dead. There were so many
dead in the cities that disease was the next
major threat, resulting in thousands of bodies
being heaped and set ablaze. Was this what
Churchill had in mind when he called for an
‘exterminating attack’ on Germany? It was
hard to connect all this, the unspeakable
cruelties, with the gentle-faced elderly men
pictured in National Geographic.

Justifying genocide
The historian, Max Hastings, stated that the
bombing missions could not be regarded
as war crimes because ultimately they were

ASCH’S STUDY HELPS TO EXPLAIN
HOW GROUP INTERESTS ARE
IMPOSED ON THE INDIVIDUAL
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THE PRIME DETERMINANT OF
DEHUMANISING BEHAVIOUR,
ZIMBARDO CONCLUDED,
RESIDES IN THE SITUATION,
NOT IN PERSONALITY

aimed at bringing about Germany’s military
defeat, and as such the deeds had no moral
equivalence with the crimes of the Nazis.
But aren’t all acts of mass murder equivalent? Grayling thinks so. He maintains that
the British air force was engaged in the deliberate and merciless mass murder of German
civilians on a devastating scale — around as
many killed by bombing as British men killed
in total in the First World War. Moreover, he
contends that such men obeyed the orders
and are therefore as morally guilty as those
who issued them.

Contributions to psychological
research
Asch
The treatment of others as lesser beings has
been the subject of research within the field
of social psychology for over half a century.
A significant advance in this area was made
by Solomon Asch in the 1950s. As a result of
the Second World War, Asch was interested in
propaganda, and in particular the question of
how to persuade people to believe what you
want them to believe — often to the point
of self-sacrifice. He looked at the influence
of both personal prestige and the power of a
cohesive group in shaping a person’s perception, opinion and judgement. As famously
demonstrated in his simple line comparison
task, Asch showed that peer pressure often
influenced individuals to ignore or deny
the evidence of their own eyes in order to
conform to the group norm.
With regard to dehumanisation, Asch’s
study illustrates the tension that might exist
between an individual’s moral conscience and
that of the moral code of the group: it helps to
explain how group interests are imposed on
the individual, and why an individual might
succumb to the interests dictated by the group
at the expense of both their own interests,
and the interests of others.

Milgram
By the 1960s, a further insight into why
ordinary people might be drawn into acts of
dehumanisation and genocide was provided
by Stanley Milgram. In this instance, the
emphasis was on reducing the moral conflict

The original advert to recruit
participants for Milgram’s
baseline studies

and sense of guilt that might be felt by an
individual when asked to carry out a destructive order by someone who was deemed to
be in authority. This was achieved, in part,
by removing personal responsibility for their
actions. Milgram’s mock memory experiment showed that 65% of ordinary people
were willing to enter into an agentic state, to
surrender responsibility for their actions to a
‘legitimate’ (albeit malevolent) authority, and
administer potentially lethal shocks to apparently distressed individuals.

Zimbardo
In the 1970s, Philip Zimbardo extended
Milgram’s experiment of obedience to authority by adding the dimension of institutional
power. He conducted the Stanford Prison
Study, an experiment where people were
randomly allocated the role of either prisoner
or guard in a mock prison. Within a short
period of time the ‘guards’ in Zimbardo’s
study demonstrated their willingness to step
beyond the boundaries of normality, and
to engage in debased and degrading acts of
debauchery and brutality. The prime determinant of dehumanising behaviour, Zimbardo
concluded, resides in the situation, not in personality (dispositional factors) — findings
that have subsequently shed light on several
cases of dehumanisation in institutional
settings, not least the Abu Ghraib abuses.
Psychology Review September 2017
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Social identification
Another ingredient to add to the mix is social
identification. Henri Tajfel proposed ‘social
identity theory’ which can be used to explain
obedience. According to this theory, the
degree to which we are willing to obey hinges
largely on our identification with the authority
and their cause. In the case of Milgram, for
example, the authority is working to further
the aims of science, and therefore we obey
because we identify with that aim.
Social identity theory is a helpful addition
towards explaining adherence to genocidal
ideologies. From this perspective, those
carrying out the relentless bombing of civilian
areas may have found it a less unsettling
moral issue because they believed they were
engaged in war as pest control, ridding the
world of a subhuman species infected by a
war-mongering ideology. In this light, their
genocidal act was considered a virtue — more
a moral duty than a moral dilemma.
RESEARCH HAS DEMONSTRATED
HOW ACTS OF DEHUMANISATION
CAN FALL WITHIN THE REALM OF
POSSIBILITY FOR ALMOST ANYONE

References
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from conflict zones, and the increasing
acceptance of torture in the West, suggests a
central place for social psychological research
in the global politics arena. One can only
hope that this need is recognised.

Conclusion
Research implications
Psychological research has provided rich
insights into the apparent madness that sometimes emerges between different groups,
and has shown that the process of debasing
people is not the preserve of those who are
in some sense ‘evil’. Research has explained
why ordinary people — given the situation,
social role and group — disengage their
moral sense to dehumanise others, to commit
atrocities, or to turn a blind eye to such acts.
Ranging from humiliation, non-recognition
or exclusion, to crimes against humanity and
campaigns of genocide, research has demonstrated how acts of dehumanisation can fall
within the realm of possibility for almost
anyone.
The record of atrocities attributable to
dehumanisation in various countries since
the Second World War, notably Rwanda and
Bosnia, the treatment of prisoners and refugees

The root of dehumanisation is fear. For all
the differences between the psychological
studies, and the variations in their findings
that we might locate across cultures and
over time, fear is the one factor that remains
constant in them all: fear of group rejection,
of not being considered right, of losing one’s
social role or status, of isolation, of falling out
of favour with an authority, of the unknown,
of ‘them’.
Psychology affords many insights into
self-awareness and fear, but simply studying
social influence research might help people
develop their locus of control, making them
think twice about destructive obedience. It
might also make you a better person.
Paul Tritschler has written numerous
magazine articles. He is a psychology
lecturer in Suffolk.
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Obedience research after M
Following Milgram’s classic study and his
variations, other researchers investigated
destructive obedience. Some used similar
methods to Milgram, while others
investigated obedience in different ways.

Obedience research
using other methods

Research using the
Milgram procedure

Burger (2009) replicated
Milgram’s procedure.
30% stopped before 150 volts
but 70% were willing to
continue. (In fact, they were
not allowed to go beyond this
point for ethical reasons.)
This suggests that destructive
obedience has not lessened
since Milgram’s original study.
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Slater et al. (2006) replicated Milgram’s
procedure using virtual reality (VR) with minor
variations such as the learner-victim being female.
100% of participants who couldn’t see the avatar
and 85% of those who could see her gave all
20 shocks. Physiological changes suggested that
participants experienced stress.
It was concluded that people respond to
destructive orders in VR in the same way as they
do in real life.
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r Milgram
Hofling et al. (1966) conducted a field study
in which nurses were contacted by telephone
and ordered to administer a dose of a drug
higher than that labelled as the maximum
safe dosage.
95% of the nurses obeyed the order,
although their reactions were different from
those in Milgram’s study. When questioned
they said they either had not read the safety
notice or assumed that the doctor had the
expertise to judge that the dose was safe.

PsychologyReviewExtras
Go to www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/psychologyreviewextras
for a pdf of this poster to
download and print for display
in the classroom.

Bocchiaro et al. (2012) conducted a field study at
a Dutch university. Participants were asked to write
leaflets asking students to participate in a study
they knew to be very stressful. Participants were
assessed for a range of individual characteristics.
76.5% obeyed. Just 9%, ‘whistleblowers’, took
the opportunity to inform the university of the
unethical instruction. There was no difference
in personality or religious affiliation between
obedient and disobedient groups. However,
disobedient participants and whistleblowers were
more pro-social and less individualistically oriented.

Matt Jarvis is a chartered psychologist and associate fellow
of the BPS. He is online editor for Psychology Review as well
as teacher of psychology at Totton College, Hampshire and
honorary research fellow at Keele University.
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Student
advice on
studying
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Bryan Saunders asked his students what
advice they would give to those beginning
their psychology studies

H

ere are some thoughts from my Year 12 students to help you
with your psychology studies.

If you could go back to the start of the year, what
advice would you give?
Afshan The key advice I would give is always stay on top of everything you learn and always consolidate what you learn so you know
the studies throughout the year and don’t end up cramming all of
the information at the end.
Isma I would tell myself to start reading around the subject from
the start.
Sarah Don’t leave your hard work till the end. Be determined and
persevere throughout.
Mehreen I would spend more time getting organised.
Louise Make notes that are easy to understand. Look at and print
out the specification for the course, familiarise yourself with it. Know
the type of questions on the exam paper.
Haruka To be genuinely interested in psychology. Remember that
psychology is not a black and white subject — there are so many
approaches and viewpoints within psychology, which is what makes
the subject so unique and interesting.
Do not be put off by the number of studies you have to learn.
Personally, I never found psychology to be a subject filled with facts
and figures you simply have to memorise. Yes, of course there are
some facts and figures involved. However, if you are naturally interested in psychology, it will stay in your head.
Elliot I would say get a lot of sleep, don’t stay up late doing
homework. Prioritise homework, then relax.

How do you organise yourself to work?
Afshan I organise myself by leaving time aside at the weekend to
go over what I have learned in the classroom by reading the studies
again so I understand the concepts.
Heaven Set aside time at the weekend.
Natalie ‘To do’ lists.
Mehreen I try to plan my week. I try to study straight when I come
home, before I get tired and distracted.
Ella I normally leave home study till the night before the lesson (I
remember everything for the lesson the next day as its fresh in my
mind).
Olivia I make sure the place I am working is quiet and tidy so I don’t
get distracted.
Haruka Every 2 weeks I will sit down and reflect on the work I have
done and read through the studies again. If there is something I don’t
understand, I will look it up in my books or use the internet.
Chloe I usually make revision cards and mind maps.

Olivia To organise my folder, I use dividers to separate sections. I
have one divider for assessments, one for each area and one for
approaches and debates.
Natalie Dividers. Colourful to keep a positive energy.
Skye In my folder I have a separate section for each area, another
section for research methods, and a section for all the class tests you
have done so you can see if you have improved throughout the year
but also to see where you need to improve and to see if you make
the same errors each time.

How do you make notes?
Dan Bullet points and mind maps with key information highlighted.
I also highlight any handouts.
Afshan I make notes in lessons by jotting down all of the key information in brief that the teacher is saying, and then at home I re-write
my notes in more detail.
Mehreen I make notes on lined paper and use different coloured
pens as I am a visual learner. I also highlight key words and important
information. I don’t have a colour coded system, however. It is quite
random which I could improve.
Louise Make rough notes in the lesson, then expand on it at home.
Olivia To make notes in class, I make rough notes on paper to get
things down quickly, and then I type them up neatly at home so
they’re clear and neat.
Skye My way of making notes in lesson is to do brief notes in your
own words, not word for word what the teacher has just said. Add
to your notes in further detail at home.
Isma I make notes by sectioning things off. I use subtitles so it’s
easier to find.
Chloe I usually make bullet points, or mind maps.

What work do you do outside the classroom?
Rebekah I recap each of the studies we have done and also do
further reading around the subject. This creates an enjoyment and
interest for the subject.
Afshan In the textbook, if there are any questions on the studies, I
have a go at them.
Natalie Extra reading, watch documentaries, stay involved with
current affairs (social media, BBC news).
Louise Practise exam-style questions.
Olivia I write up the studies using multiple sources. I read around the
studies and watch videos related to them. The questions in the textbooks also help me revise outside class.
Haruka While browsing through social media or the internet in
general, I often come across something related to psychology. If it
interests me I will look into it. Usually this helps when writing answers
to exam questions.
Skye I go over my notes from the class but I also look at websites
such as ‘Holah’ and ‘Simply Psychology’ as they are very good.
Additionally there are always good videos on YouTube for most of
the studies.

How do you organise your folder?
Ella I organise my folder by having a section for research methods
and then a section for each topic where the specific core studies are
placed. On the front of each section I have a note of the core studies
for that section and two or three words on what that study is.
www.hoddereducation.psychologyreview
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Bryan Saunders teaches psychology and is assistant
headteacher at Hemel Hempstead School and would like to
thank his students from Year 12 and a special thanks to Sam
Cooper, sixth form learning mentor, who did the typing.

19

24/07/2017 3:04 pm

Bystander intervention
and the bystander effect

I

n 2015, a young woman was gang-raped
on Panama City Beach, Florida. The Bay
County Sheriff Frank McKeithen later
said that, within feet of the attack, there
were ‘hundreds, hundreds of people standing
there — watching, looking, seeing, hearing
what’s going on’. Yet nobody did anything to
intervene or try to help the victim.
This is an example of what is known as ‘the
bystander effect’ or ‘bystander apathy’, when
an individual witnesses a situation in which
someone is in need of help and does not
offer it. Conversely, ‘bystander intervention’
is when a person witnesses a situation in
which someone is in apparent need of help
and offers it in some form.

Sexual offending on public
transport
I recently worked with colleagues from
Middlesex University on a project funded by
the British Transport Police and Department
for Transport. We were considering how to
reduce sexual harassment and offending on
public transport internationally (Gekoski et
al. 2015). Sexual harassment and offending
can range from unwanted sexually explicit
comments to rape.
In order to do this we conducted a
rapid evidence assessment, which involves
searching the literature as comprehensively
as possible within a specific timeframe and
providing a summary of what the evidence
says. This assessment identified existing
interventions which can reduce unwanted
sexual behaviour on public transport, such
as more CCTV or police patrols.
Additionally the question of what role
bystanders can play was identified as an

Signposts
bystander effect, bystander apathy,
bystander intervention, diffusion of
responsibility, audience inhibition, pluralistic
ignorance, empathic concern
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Anna Gekoski looks at how
psychological insights can be used
to encourage bystander intervention
in situations of sexual harassment

important area for further study. We found
numerous examples where women were
sexually harassed or attacked on public
transport in the presence of bystanders who
did nothing. For example, a recent study in
Egypt found that only 17.7% of 450 people
surveyed had intervened when they had
witnessed sexual harassment in public spaces,
including on transportation. Accounts from
female victims supported this, reporting
that bystanders rarely helped them. While
a survey of 200 female commuters in Baku,
Azerbaijan, also found that just one in four
of the 81% who had experienced sexual
harassment had been helped by a fellow
passenger/bystander.

Factors that increase the
bystander effect
Since the late 1960s, research has found
that various factors increase the bystander
effect (i.e. reduce bystander intervention),
including:
■■ a greater number of bystanders
■■ ambiguous situations
■■ an absence of male bystanders
■■ urban environments
It may seem counterintuitive that more
bystanders will lead to less intervention, yet
this is one of the most replicated findings
in this area and is supported by our review
of research. For example, a Kenyan study
which interviewed 100 users of ‘matutu’
(public passenger vehicles) found that when a
sexual crime was occurring, other passengers
were more likely to pray than intervene.
One woman illustrated this with a chilling
example, telling how a matutu she was on
was hijacked by the driver and conductors,

PsychologyReviewExtras
Go to www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/psychologyreviewextras for
a lesson plan to aid the teaching of
bystander behaviour.
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who drove the passengers into the middle
of nowhere and gang-raped a woman ‘as
everyone was watching’, remaining silent.

financial costs), when there is a relationship
between the bystander and victim, and when
the bystander is male.

Possible explanations

Possible explanations

In the case described above, the full bus of
people may have contributed to the bystander
effect because of a diffusion of responsibility — the failure of any individual to act in
a group of bystanders may be because each
person assumes that somebody else will help,
which results in nobody helping. As a result,
one bystander on their own is more likely
to help, as the responsibility is solely theirs.
Audience inhibition may also have played
a part, as people can be self-conscious and
embarrassed acting in a group. Pluralistic
ignorance is another factor that may have
been involved, a phenomenon in which each
person in a group may think that they are
alone in holding a particular belief, when
actually most group members feel the same.
In this context, people may have thought that
others’ inaction meant they perceived there
was no need for intervention.

There are a range of explanations for why
bystanders are more likely to help in such
situations. These include high empathic
concern: when the bystander has a strong
sense of understanding of what the other
person is feeling, they are more likely to help.
High personal distress is another
explanation, as seeing someone else in
distress may trigger distress and anxiety
in the bystander, which can be relieved by
helping. This is more likely when a bystander
knows the victim or if it is an emergency.
It has also been found that the greater
the physiological arousal in the bystander,
the faster the response. Strong physiological
reactions may be correlated with the severity
of the situation.
Finally, the personal costs of not helping
may motivate a bystander to help to alleviate
feelings of guilt, self-blame and public censure.
Latané and Darley’s (1970) cognitive
model of bystander intervention identified
five steps that bystanders take when deciding
whether to intervene:
1 Does the bystander notice something is
wrong?
2 Do they interpret the situation as one
where help is needed?
3 Do they accept personal responsibility for
helping?

Factors that reduce the
bystander effect
Conversely, factors that reduce the bystander
effect (i.e. increase bystander intervention)
include:
■■ emergency/dangerous situations
■■ physical costs
■■ high bystander competency
■■ a relationship between bystander and
victim
■■ similarity between bystander and victim
An example from our research that
illustrates how these factors may increase
bystander intervention is what has become
known as the ‘Nirbhaya’ (‘fearless one’) case
in New Delhi, India. In December 2012,
student Jyoti Singh was travelling with her
male friend Awindra Pratap Pandey on a bus,
returning home from the cinema. On the bus
were six other men, including the driver, all
of whom brutally gang-raped Jyoti, who died
from her injuries 2 weeks later. At the time,
her friend — as the only bystander — tried
repeatedly to protect and save Jyoti from the
attackers, even as he was being beaten and
hit over the head with a metal rod himself.
This case illustrates nearly all of the above
points: that bystanders are more likely to
intervene when they are alone (rather than in
a group), when the situation is a dangerous
emergency, when there are physical costs to
the bystander (as opposed to, for example,
www.hoddereducation.psychologyreview
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COMMON EXCUSES FOR INACTION,
INCLUDE ‘IT’S NOT MY PROBLEM’
AND ‘IT’S A CULTURAL THING’

4 Do they decide what to do in the situation?
5 Do they decide to put into action what
they have decided to do?
This model is very useful when trying to
encourage bystander behaviour, as we will
see next.

Encouraging bystander
intervention
So should we encourage the public to help
victims of unwanted sexual behaviour on
public transport? And, if so, how? We found
numerous initiatives and campaigns which
work to educate bystanders, to encourage
action and to give specific tips on whether,
when and how to intervene.
These include the movement SAAM
(Sexual Assault Awareness Month), which
advises bystanders as follows:
1 Notice the event along a continuum of
actions (e.g. mutual flirtation to sexual
violence).
2 Consider whether the situation demands
your action.
3 Decide if you have a responsibility to act.
4 Choose what form of assistance to use (e.g.
direct or indirect).
5 Understand how to implement the choice
safely (e.g. calling the authorities).

Women-only train carriage
in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
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The busier the train, the more likely it is
that bystanders will ignore harassment

Two American organisations, Hollaback!
and Green Dot, joined together to create
the ‘I’ve got your back’ bystander campaign.
They looked at common excuses for inaction,
such as ‘It’s not my problem’, ‘It’s a cultural
thing’ and suggested five ways to take
action:
1 Check in with the target (e.g. ‘Are you
okay?’).
2 Confront the harasser (e.g. ‘Cut it out’).
3 Distract the harasser (e.g. ask for the time).
4 Stand up to your friends (e.g. tell them it’s
not funny).
5 Join the movement (e.g. share your story
online).
Advertising campaigns such as that by the
Massachusetts Bay Transport Authority in
the USA can be aimed at offenders, victims
and/or bystanders. One poster, with the
slogan ‘Keep your privates private’, carried a
warning against public exposure and advised
victims and bystanders to take photos of
offenders on their phone and send them to
the police.

PARTICIPANTS EXPOSED TO
THE CAMPAIGN HAD GREATER
CONFIDENCE IN THEIR ABILITY TO
INTERVENE IN SUCH A SITUATION
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Are these initiatives effective
and safe?
Although many programmes have not been
formally evaluated for efficacy and safety,
early evaluations are promising. For example,
an evaluation of ‘Bringing in the bystander’
in the USA found that, in comparison with
a control group, participants exposed to the
campaign had greater confidence in their
ability to help prevent sexual violence, were
more likely to intervene in such a situation,
and felt a greater sense of responsibility to
help end such behaviour.
A n evaluation of the bystander
intervention programme Students Educating

and Empowering to Develop Safety (SEEDS)
found that students who were trained in the
initiative reported a decrease in stereotyped
beliefs about rape and engaged in more prosocial actions and bystander behaviour, in
comparison to a group who only heard a
speech on campus.

Conclusions
From this research we identified gaps in
our knowledge about bystanders and sexual
offending on public transport in the UK
which future research could address:
■■ How do bystanders behave when witnessing unwanted sexual behaviour on public
transport in the UK?
■■ How can existing research on bystander
intervention help to inform campaigns, education programmes and initiatives?
■■ Which existing bystander intervention
programmes have been formally and independently evaluated and found to be effective
and safe?
■■ How can bystanders be encouraged to
safely intervene when witnessing unwanted
sexual behaviour on public transport?
Anna Gekoski is a researcher in the
field of forensic psychology, specialising
in trauma-focused research.
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Restorative justice

What is it and how does it work?
Expert in restorative justice, Charlotte Calkin,
interviews ex-offender Jacob Dunne
PsychologyReviewExtras
Go to www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/psychologyreviewextras
for a PowerPoint presentation
to support understanding of
restorative justice.

J

acob Dunne was responsible for the
death of James Hodgkinson in a ‘onepunch’ crime — when a victim dies
as a result of a single punch. He was
sentenced for manslaughter. Jacob met
Joan and David, the parents of James, in a
restorative justice meeting. Both Jacob and
the victim’s mother Joan now raise awareness for the One Punch Campaign. Charlotte
met Jacob when organising a TEDx talk for
which he was one of the speakers. Jacob and
Charlotte are developing a restorative programme for schools, to give students the
restorative tools to respond more effectively
to situations of conflict.

‘

process also seeks to reduce reoffending
(recidivism) because offenders gain important insights into their own behaviours and
the effects it has on victims.
RJ must be mutually beneficial (the clue
is in the word — it’s not called retributive
justice) and voluntary. It is not about blame,
or right and wrong.

What is the evidence that
it works?
The Shapland Report of 2008 was commissioned by the Ministry of Justice to look at
the effectiveness of RJ. It found:
■■ 85% of participants are very/quite satisfied
with a RJ conference.

98% of meetings ended with outcome
agreement.
Although victims tend to choose indirect
RJ when given a choice, this also leads to
lower satisfaction from both parties.
In addition, there is evidence that RJ leads
to reduced reoffending. The UK Restorative
Justice Council (2015) reports an overall
figure of 14% reduction in reoffending rates.

■■

The interview
Charlotte Calkin (CC) interviews Jacob
Dunne (JD).
CC In your TEDx talk you say that prison
helps you to become a good prisoner but
not a good citizen. I wondered whether we
could start by talking about that? What was
the impact of prison on your thinking?

What is restorative justice?
Restorative justice is a process whereby
parties with a stake in a specific
offence resolve collectively how to deal
with the aftermath of the offence and
its implications for the future. (Marshall
1999)



’

Restorative justice (RJ) brings people who
have been directly impacted by a conflict
into communication with one another —
that can be through letters, a face-to-face
meeting or ‘shuttle mediation’ (facilitators
working between both parties). This enables
the offender to see first-hand the impact of
their crime and serves to empower victims
by giving them a ‘voice’ in the process. The

Signposts
restorative justice, recidivism
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JD It doesn’t help you to
take responsibility for
what you have done.
CC How did the culture
of prison get in the
way of you becoming a
responsible citizen?
JD Prison is so intense
in terms of masculinity.
There isn’t any space for
vulnerability. In the spaces
where you interact, you’re
only concerned with how
you appear to others [and]
not with what is going on
inside you. There is no
time and space to reflect, to come to terms
with how you are feeling.
CC Were you offered any programmes?
JD I was put on an alcohol awareness
programme. Other than that there was
nothing else. About 2 weeks after I got to
prison a prison officer took me to a side
room and said: ‘I am here to talk about
what you have done.’ He had printed off
all the newspaper articles that had been
printed about me and all the public’s
comments and showed them to me. He
said, ‘This is what you have done and this is
what people think should happen to you.’
That was the start of my time in custody. It
was too much to deal with so I blanked it
out.
The culture of prison also encourages
you to think: ‘I shouldn’t be in here. I’m
unfortunate.’ And then you blame others.
I blamed my friends and I felt like a victim
— my friends didn’t protect me. They didn’t
do what we all said we would do, which was
to have each others’ backs if anything went
wrong.
CC What was your first response to hearing
about RJ?
JD Shock. And I leant towards saying
‘no’. But it did feel natural the way it was
delivered to me. It was explained that these
people aren’t coming to shame you — they
have questions for you.
CC Do you think that the way RJ is
introduced could affect people’s take-up?
JD Yes, definitely. This was introduced to
me as an opportunity for me — the victims
need more answers, which only you could
provide. It didn’t take long for me to say
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‘yes’, because that’s the least I can do. Then
I had to acknowledge it, what I had done,
whereas the prison environment didn’t
encourage me to acknowledge it. There was
no safe environment to explore my crime in
prison.
I was told by the RJ facilitators: ‘You
don’t have to answer the questions right
now.’ It was a very slow process. It took two
and a half years. I had the opportunity to
ask questions also.
CC RJ has to be mutually beneficial. Would
a good question for you have been, ‘How
will I benefit from this?’
JD Yes, definitely. I didn’t go into the
process thinking I should or could gain
anything from the process. I felt that I
was doing the least I could do for them.
However it was 6 to 12 months down the
line that I started to think that this process
could be good for me too. It was when
David and Joan [the parents of the victim]
asked me: ‘What are you going to do with
your life?’
CC Having done RJ, why do you think it
works?
JD Because it starts a chain of events of selfexploration. Where, in my case and maybe
for others, a chain of events had occurred
prior to this that had spiralled out of control
(which had resulted in massive damage), I
then started a different chain of events. It
was a time of real, honest self-exploration.
It’s important that everyone has a
positive outcome, not just to repair the
harm, but to move forwards. Reparation is
about doing something meaningful. It does
make you feel better but it can overtake
everything else. I had an obligation. Part of

my reparation was going
public. I wanted to do
it, to warn people of the
dangers of ‘one-punch’
crime.
But the most important
part of my reparation was
not reoffending and not
putting anyone through
anything again — and
that was a lot easier than
anything else. Educating
yourself and being a
better person is the most
important part. We need
to see reparation as that.
My case isn’t unique. It’s
about making better choices and no longer
making the decisions you used to make.
CC It is so good to hear what a beneficial
experience restorative justice was for
you and James’s parents. It is still very
frustrating to have to persuade professionals
within the criminal justice system that it
is a good thing. My constant frustration is
professionals making decisions on other
people’s behalf, so I can’t get to talk to the
offenders or victims. It’s very frustrating.
JD Yes, that is one of the risks — that
professionals think they know best.
CC What are the other risks in RJ?
JD Sometimes not acknowledging what
you have done is a good thing, because you
might not be able to cope with it if you do
(you won’t have the emotional resilience)
and you need to have support in place to
be able to process it. If you are struggling
to deal with it, [then] mentally it could be
dangerous. So for RJ to be successful you
need to very carefully manage why that
person might be in denial.
CC What is the way for RJ to be managed so
that the risks are minimised?
JD Making it a really slow process with
‘shuttle mediation’ along the way. Checking
in that there are positive outcomes for both
participants.
The process releases so many feelings, so
making it a very slow process is important.
The risk is managing the fall-out afterwards
and making sure all parties are safe. Having
other professionals as well who know where
their client is and helping them through
the process is another way of keeping
people safe. A really good risk assessment is
Psychology Review September 2017
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essential so that both parties are assessed to
be emotionally ready.
CC Now you are looking at punishment
and doing a criminology degree. What do
you think are the kinds of situations that RJ
could help in?
JD The difficult part is that it has to be
voluntary — it is its weakness and its
strength. It has amazing potential. It needs
to be used for people who are in short-term

challenge yourself
The interview you have just read raises
many fascinating issues and debates about
the nature of the restorative justice (RJ)
process, its key features and its impact and
effectiveness.
1 After reading the article, did your views
●
change about the impact and value of the
RJ process, both for the victim(s) of crime
and/or the perpetrator(s)? Give reasons to
support your views, either from the article or
from what you know about crime.
2 Charlotte Calkin cites evidence that over
●
50% of victims who take part in RJ are not
looking for retribution. Their main motivation
is to try to prevent the offender from repeating the behaviour and/or for the offender
to get the help they need to stop offending. Can you suggest other reasons that may
motivate the victim or offender to take part
in the RJ process?
www.hoddereducation.psychologyreview
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sentences over and over. It’s costing the
public a huge amount of money to keep
them there and they are not being helped.
RJ could be useful with that. Reoffending
rates are off the scale — prison isn’t a
deterrent.
What RJ also has the potential to do
is bring together communities. Not only
using it when a crime is committed but
when there is a harmed community because
of burglaries or hate crime or anything,
like gang-related offences. There is a lot of
potential looking at it more broadly — any
environments where crime is being committed or there is conflict.
CC RJ can also be used as a deterrent, like
in our police/youth forums. It encourages people to think differently [see www.
restorativeengagementforum.com]. It
makes me wonder how your life would
have been if you had discovered these tools
earlier?
JD ‘Being’ restorative is a whole
different thing to ‘doing’ restorative —
it is a mindset. It should be promoted in
education and all households.
One of the most valuable tools that
you can have is to communicate effectively, particularly in conflict [situations].
Miscommunication is very dangerous. The
word ‘restorative’ is the ability to restore

health, strength or wellbeing and that
can be used before the event as well. If RJ
can create a shift in mindset or motivate
someone even slightly to want to restore
aspects of their life, then other partnerships
and initiatives can then be involved in the
process moving forward as well.
CC Thank you, Jacob, this has been really
interesting. We could talk restorative all day.

Charlotte Calkin works on a national
programme in schools to teach
restorative approaches to deal with
the harm caused by inappropriate use
of social media. She is an accredited
restorative justice practitioner with the
Restorative Justice Council and won the
Howard League Award for Restorative
Approaches in 2016.
Jacob Dunne was sentenced in 2009 for
manslaughter. He met Joan and David,
the parents of the victim, James
Hodgkinson, through a restorative
justice meeting. Jacob is working to
introduce restorative thinking in schools.

Complete these activities to check and extend your understanding
of Charlotte Calkin’s interview with Jacob Dunne
3 Jacob Dunne states that on arrival in
●
prison, when confronted with what he had
done, it was just too much for him to deal
with and so he ‘blanked it out’ (page 24).
From your knowledge and understanding
of psychology, what underlying processes
might have been going on in Jacob’s mind
(e.g. psychodynamic defence mechanisms of
repression and denial)?
Do you feel there may be risks as well as
benefits associated with revisiting what he
had done as part of the RJ process? Explain
your answer.
4 Dunne further argues that the prison
●
system did not encourage him to acknowledge what he had done. Do you feel that
prisons should help more with RJ and education, or just focus on punishment?
How might psychology help with this
process?

5 Visit some of the following websites
●
and produce a leaflet (e.g. for victims and/or
offenders) outlining the benefits of RJ. You
might support any statements with your psychological knowledge. Display the finished
leaflet in your school or college.
Suggested websites:
■■ Restorative Justice Council:
www.restorativejustice.org.uk.
■■ Restorative Approaches:
www.restorativeengagement forum.com.
■■ Transforming Conflict:
www.transformingconflict.org.
■■ Sacro: www.sacro.org.uk and
www.restorativejusticscotland.org.uk.
■■ The International Institute for Restorative
Practices (UK): http://iirp.edu.

Anthony Curtis
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in focus

Is psychology white?
A student’s perspective

Queenie Sobowale comments on her experiences
as an undergraduate psychology student

E

ver since I was young I have been completely fascinated by
human behaviour. It wasn’t until I got older that I realised
there was a subject that I could study which encompassed everything I found interesting: that subject was psychology. I went on to
complete A-level psychology and chose to study psychology with
sociology at Nottingham Trent University.

Covert prejudice
When lectures started after freshers’ week, there was one thing I
couldn’t help but notice: hardly anyone in the lecture hall looked
like me. The prejudice that I feel as a black female studying
psychology is not from the lecturers, it’s from my peers. When I
walk into a lecture room I can feel it. It’s a feeling that I can’t really
describe because it is insidious and covert but I can say is that it is
often conveyed through micro-aggression.
I have had students ask me why I sound so ‘white’, telling me
that I don’t act like a ‘normal black person’ when I contribute in
conversations during group work. I often ask them what it means
to sound ‘white’, because by saying that it sounds like they assumed
I wasn’t going to be intelligent. I find some students are scared to
speak to me because they think I’m ‘another angry black girl’.

Being a black female doing psychology
As my first year went on, I found that the presence of black people
in psychology was not an isolated issue faced in my university lecture
hall, but rather in the discipline of psychology as a whole. The
studies that we were taught about in lectures and during laboratory
sessions were almost always conducted by white men and women.
This is because these sources hold academic privileges in universities due to the fact that white writers and thinkers have been given
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a higher standing. I consider this to be a problem, because by the
time I graduate, the majority of the topics I will have learned about
over the course of my degree will only have covered one perspective.
I remember learning about identities in my first year of university
and being taught about a black couple called Kenneth and Mamie
Clark. Clark and Clark (1956) conducted a study looking into
children’s perspective of themselves in relation to race. The study
found that black girls would describe the white dolls as ‘pretty’ and
‘nice’, while describing the black dolls as ‘bad’. But when the black
girls were asked which doll they looked like, the expression on their
faces told a story because they realised that they had been describing
themselves as bad. The research was considered ground-breaking as
it showed the internalised racism in black children in America at the
time. I had finally seen psychologists who looked like me and I felt
empowered, inspired and motivated to make my mark in the field of
psychology just like they did.
Queenie Sobowale is a third-year student studying psychology
with sociology at Nottingham Trent University. She was ethnic
minorities officer at NTSU last year, where she represented
thousands of students from black and minority ethnic
backgrounds. She has hopes to go into secondary education
after graduation next year.
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Mamie Phipps Clark
A brief biography of a key psychologist

M

amie Phipps (1917–83) was
born in Hot Springs, Arkansas,
USA. Although she was from
a middle-class family, she was
not protected from the social policies of
the time and attended a segregated school
and was required to use facilities that were
reserved for ‘Coloreds Only’.

Impact
Despite this discrimination she obtained a
degree. Then, with her doctoral thesis, ‘The
development of consciousness of self in negro
pre-school children’, she started a line of work
that would reverberate not just in psychology but also throughout her home country.
The studies she conducted were important in
bringing segregation to an end in the USA.

Discrimination
However, even after conducting, publishing and presenting significant research and
earning her PhD, Clark had difficulty finding
work as a psychologist. She explained her
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frustration: ‘Although my husband had
earlier secured a teaching position at the City
College of New York, following my graduation it soon became apparent to me that a
black female with a PhD in psychology was
an unwanted anomaly in New York City in
the early 1940s’ (in O’Connell and Russo
2001, p. 271).
Her impact is still felt today and it
is difficult to think of any one piece of
psychological research that has had such a
major impact on the everyday life of millions
of ordinary people.

Phil Banyard is an editor of Psychology
Review and reader in psychology at
Nottingham University.
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Pretty Woman (1990) was the only
film analysed that contained any
mention of condom use

Content analysis
of films Sex, drugs and
PsychologyReviewExtras
Go to www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/psychologyreviewextras for
a podcast discussion of the issues
surrounding film content.

Signposts

health influence
Hasantha Gunasekera describes how she
used content analysis to explore the possible
impact of films on public health

content analysis, health behaviours,
reliability, causality, face validity, inter-rater
reliability
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Box 1

The problem of causality

What if students who watched more than 10 unprotected sex scenes per year during their
adolescent years were 10 times more likely to have unprotected sex by the age of 25 than
students who watched no unprotected sex scenes? Would that mean that viewing unprotected
sex scenes made you more likely to have unprotected sex? Unfortunately, it is not as simple
as that.
Look at Figure 1. Let us consider what things (i.e. ‘variables’) might cause a particular result
that we are interested in (i.e. an ‘outcome’). In the first row, there is an association between
watching unprotected sex scenes and having unprotected sex. We might assume that one
causes the other. However, what if having a lower education level meant you were more likely
to watch films with unprotected sex scenes (row 2). It might be that, in fact, it is the lower
education level that means you are more likely to have unprotected sex (e.g. row 3).

Variables
1

2

3

Lower
education
level

Outcomes
Films with
unprotected
sex scenes

Having
unprotected
sex in real life

Films with
unprotected
sex scenes

Having
unprotected
sex in real life

Theoretical framework

Which films to examine and why?

Social cognitive theory suggests that social
norms are an important factor to consider
when advocating behaviour change. The
behaviour of influential role models, and
the consequences of their behaviours, can
affect our own behaviour. This ‘observational
learning’ also contributes to the individual’s
confidence in their ability to change their
own behaviour.

We assumed that films viewed by the most
people would be most likely to have a public
health impact. Therefore, we decided to look
at films with the highest box office takings
as a proxy for viewing numbers. We decided
that the important public health issues were
the following: unprotected sex, birth control,
illicit drug use (e.g. heroin) and non-illicit
drug use (e.g. smoking and alcohol).

Whether or not you watch films with unprotected sex scenes may have nothing to do with
having unprotected sex. The practical implication here is that if you implemented a public
policy to restrict access to films containing unprotected sex scenes, it might have no impact on
the rates of unprotected sex. The education levels in the society haven’t changed and if that is
the main variable determining the outcome, then changes in films would have no impact.
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Possible impact of films on
public health

young people. However, the multinational
tobacco companies have circumvented this
by paying to have their cigarette packets
placed in films. These companies understand
very well how much impact a brief glimpse
of their product can have on their sales. Our
governments, regulators and we, the people,
are much slower in coming to this realisation.

Figure 1 The relationship between variables and outcomes

D

So as well as having public health
campaigns to educate people that they
need to protect themselves from sexually
transmitted infections, we also need
social campaigns designed to change the
‘social norm’ of unprotected sex. There are
numerous studies showing an association
between media consumption and public
health outcomes. For example: watching
R-rated films is associated with increased
illicit drug use, playing video games is
associated with increased risky driving, and
parental restrictions on watching maturerated media is associated with reduced
drug-taking behaviour in their adolescent
children.

My colleagues and I (Gunasekera et al. 2005)
wondered how films might be related to
health behaviours. We would not be able
to prove that watching films caused public
health impacts, because it is only possible
to look at associations, which do not necessarily translate to causality (see Box 1). But we
wondered if a different perspective might be
enlightening. Are there actually any public
health messages contained in popular films?
Nobody had examined films from this perspective before, so it was an important first
step.
We decided to perform a content analysis
of the top 200 films, by box office takings,
to examine the nature of the depiction of
sexual activity, sexually transmitted diseases,
birth control measures and the use of illicit
and non-illicit drugs and any consequences
depicted. To do this we needed to address
some questions.

Having
unprotected
sex in real life

Lower
education
level

o films influence your behaviour? Most of us like to think
that we make decisions based on
the facts and the evidence and
nothing else. It can be difficult to convince
us otherwise. We watch advertisements on
the television or in the cinema, but we think
that when it comes to purchasing decisions,
we are purely objective and not influenced
by what we have seen. For example, if adults
repeatedly see idols, or their film heroes and
heroines (people they look up to and want
to emulate), having unprotected sex with
no adverse consequences, could that make
them more likely to have unprotected sex
themselves?
Many countries have banned advertising
of cigarettes on billboards and television,
given the known risk of increased uptake by

ARE THERE ACTUALLY ANY
PUBLIC HEALTH MESSAGES
CONTAINED IN POPULAR FILMS?
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What timeframe and why?
We decided that HIV transmission was one of
the most important public health outcomes,
so we chose to examine films released after
the HIV epidemic in 1981. It is important to
have a large enough sample of films to ensure
the findings are reliable, so we decided to use
the films released in the 20 years from 1983
to 2003.

Should any films be excluded
and why?
We expected that films with human characters were more likely to have an observational
learning effect than animated films, so we
excluded these. We also excluded U and
PG rated films as these films target young
children and are unlikely to depict behaviours of great significance to public health.
After exclusions, there were 87 films left for
the content analysis.

How would we conduct the
content analysis?
We designed a ‘data extraction tool’ — a
document used by our study investigators
to record their findings when watching the

films. The tool is very important as it determines exactly what data are recorded and how
the data points are defined.
For example, our tool captured the
following data related to sexual encounters:
■■ youngest age of participant
■■ the nature of their partnership (heterosexual or homosexual)
■■ the partner status (e.g. married, established relationship, new partner)
■■ the type of sexual encounter
■■ sexually transmitted disease prevention
(e.g. condoms discussed, condoms used)
■■ birth control measures (e.g. condom, contraceptive pill)
■■ potential consequences (e.g. HIV, other
STD, unwanted pregnancy, social problems
and other)

How can we be sure our findings
are accurate and reliable?
Pilot study
To ensure that the data extraction tool made
sense (this is often called ‘face validity’) we
tested it in a pilot phase and made minor
adjustments to ensure it would work as we
intended.

TWO IN EVERY THREE FILMS
SHOWED TOBACCO SMOKING

Inter-rater reliability
To try to ensure our findings were valid, they
had to be reliable.
We had two reviewers for each film, who
made decisions based on consensus. In
addition we also conducted a small inter-rater
reliability analysis. In an inter-rater reliability
analysis, two (or more) people (raters) make a
decision (a rating) and then these ratings are
compared to see how well they agree.
The easiest method, and the simplest one
to understand, is to determine the proportion
of agreed ratings over the total number of
ratings made. Obviously, the raters need to
do their ratings independently, otherwise
they are more likely to come to a consensus
agreement. If raters communicate with other
raters while making their rating, this will
introduce a bias to the findings to show a
better agreement than is really there.
In our study we checked reliability by
comparing two separate teams (with two
reviewers in each team). They watched a

What happens in Vegas…leads to
unwanted pregnancy and liver disease?
(The Hangover 2009)

30

PsychRev 23i1 print.indd 30

Psychology Review September 2017

24/07/2017 3:04 pm

References

Having just one reviewer
means reliability can’t be
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health were depicted frequently but the
potential public health impacts themselves
were never depicted.

Conclusion
subset of the same films (they watched just
10 of the total 85 films) and collected the
data independently. We analysed these independent findings and found only minor
differences (e.g. the estimated age category
of the characters and whether they would be
classified as main, supporting or background
characters). We found no differences between
rating teams.

Results
We examined the top 200 films by box office
takings and we watched the 87 meeting the
inclusion criteria (the ones we excluded were
prior to the HIV era, animated or U/PG rated).
There were 53 depictions of sexual intercourse

challenge yourself
1 Hasantha Gunasekera describes how she
●
used content analysis to explore the possible
impact of film content on public health.
Define, in your own words, what content
analysis is and how this technique may be
applied to gaining an insight and understanding of how the content of films and
public health messages can affect an individual’s own behaviour.
2 Using a data extraction tool,
●
Gunasekera and her team were able to use
content analysis to identify ‘an association
between media consumption and public
health outcomes’. Although they found a
range of interesting findings, they were
not able to ascertain, due to design limitations, if anyone was directly influenced
by such depictions. How might a future
study build on this and establish more direct
relationships between media/public health
messages and viewers’ actual behaviours?
www.hoddereducation.psychologyreview
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in the 87 films with only one passing reference to condom use (in Pretty Woman). We
found no depictions of important consequences of unprotected sex, such as unwanted
pregnancies, HIV transmission or spread of
sexually transmitted diseases.
Two in every three films showed tobacco
smoking, one in three showed alcohol
consumption to the level of intoxication,
one in twelve showed cannabis, and a slightly
lower ratio showed non-injected drug use.
We did not find any depictions of injected
drug use. We did not find any depictions
of negative consequences from any of these
behaviours. In summary, behaviours that
could have a significant impact on public

The design of our study means that we cannot
determine whether anyone was influenced by
the depictions. We can only describe what we
saw. However, there are many other studies
that have shown that people are influenced
by what they see. So it would be reasonable
to assume that a young person might be negatively influenced by repeated messages about
characters (often played by stars whom they
might admire) having unprotected sex and
not suffering any unwanted consequences.

Hasantha Gunasekera is the sub-dean
(education) for The Children’s Hospital
at Westmead Clinical School, University
of Sydney.

Complete these activities to check and extend your
understanding of Hasantha Gunasekera’s article
3 The implications of the key findings of
●
this article are that media messages can
directly affect an individual’s behaviour. As a
young person, do you feel this relationship is
that straightforward? Can you give examples
where your own (or a friend’s) behaviour was
directly influenced by the media?
4 In contrast, can you give examples where
●
your behaviour was resistant to messages in
the media? What do you think are the key
factors involved in being persuaded by or
resistant to such media messages?
5 Compare this YouTube message on
●
safe sex given by media personalities (www.
tinyurl.com/kv2d6ep) with a more social
and subtle academic message from the
University of Bath at (www.tinyurl.com/
m5bwsqj). Which message do you consider
to be more effective and why?
6 Social learning theory suggests that
●
observational learning can contribute to

an individual’s
confidence in
changing their
own behaviour (i.e.
self-efficacy expectancies). To what
extent do you agree
with Gunasekera
that we need social campaigns to change
‘the norm of unprotected sex’? What other
factors, apart from observational learning,
might contribute to an individual deciding
whether or not to engage in unprotected
sex, illicit drug use or risky driving? (Hint: biochemical influences linked to impulsivity.)
7 Design and conduct your own content
●
analysis on a similar topic. For example,
you might modify the categories used by
Gunasekera and analyse some recent films.
Don’t watch 18-rated films if you are under 18.
Anthony Curtis
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a day in the life of…

A prison psychologist
Karen Slade describes a day in
her working life at Brixton Prison

I

started off as a volunteer on a 1-year work experience placement in between my second and third years at university. The
placement was at Whitemoor in East Anglia, which is a Category A
Prison. Category A means that the prisoners are high risk, i.e. they
are commonly on long sentences, they have committed more serious
crimes or they are an escape risk. Category A prisons are challenging
and you have to always be on your guard. However, such places are
fascinating to work in.
Inside Brixton Prison

After I finished my undergraduate degree, I did my training in
Wellingborough Prison, which is Category C (medium risk), and then
moved back to Whitemoor for 5 years before taking a job at Brixton
Prison as head of psychology and safer custody. The main focus of
this role is concerned with the prevention of suicide and self-harm
and the reduction of violence. Brixton is a male Category B local
prison and has a lot of prisoners who need support and protection.

The day begins
It’s 8.30 a.m. in Brixton Prison and I’m already in and getting ready
for the 9.00 a.m. meeting of operational staff. I have my statistics
ready on how many prisoners are on constant supervision, how many
are on self-harm watch and how many incidents of violence there
have been. The meeting only lasts 15 minutes but it is an important
catch up on the general condition of the prison.
The 9.00 a.m. meeting identifies how many of the prisoners
are on constant supervision, and that means constant supervision.
They are never out of the sight of a prison officer or nurse. They
are held in a gated cell, for their own safety and will stay there until
the crisis has passed, which might be for a few days or sometimes a
few weeks. Brixton has four cells like this and usually at least two of
them are occupied. This is the extreme end of self-harm observation,
but many other prisoners are put on lower levels of observation to
ensure their safety.

More meetings
After the 9.00 a.m. meeting I get ready for the next meeting which is
at 9.30 a.m. and is the wing meeting. This involves the senior officers
from the various wings of the prison and looks at specific issues that
need to be dealt with today. After these two big meetings that set
the agenda of my work for the day I have a peppermint tea then sort
out what else I have to do.
Prisons love meetings and although I can sidestep some of them,
a lot of my time is spent in them. One of the reasons for so many
meetings is that there are a lot of different agencies working in the
prison and their work needs to be coordinated as best as we can.
Anyone who has worked in any part of the health and welfare system
will tell you that multi-agency working (getting them together) is
one of the biggest challenges in the job. Don’t ask me why, it just is.

Using my psychology
The basic job spec of a prison psychologist is to focus on the offending behaviour of the prisoners. In particular, prison psychologists act
as a connection between the many services involved with offenders
as we try to understand why the prisoner is offending and how we
can change this. We focus on how to rehabilitate the prisoner, how
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Prisoners run The Clink restaurant, which is open to the public

we can reduce the risk he poses to society and also to himself, while
balancing this with his human rights.
It is quite surprising how much psychology comes into it. Almost
everything I learned during my undergraduate degree pops up at
some time during my work. People offend for many reasons but
high on the list are issues around drug and alcohol use. These are
often contributors to a chaotic lifestyle where the person is in a poor
living situation with little social support and a poor level of nutrition.
Add in some poor decision-making and you have a heady cocktail
that is a risk factor for offending. We look at changing the way
offenders think and the way they behave in an attempt to deal with
the offending.
In the job at Brixton I wear a lot of hats. Sometimes I am dealing
with policies for the prison, sometimes attending reviews to support
prison staff, and sometimes carrying out assessments of needs and
risks. I also carry out one-to-one sessions which most commonly
would aim to increase the prisoner’s emotional regulation, ability to
solve problems and talk to others, or maybe just their motivation to
engage and cope with change.

Eat out or eat in?
So, the morning for me at the prison is a mixture of meetings and
interventions before finally getting to lunch. This is taken in the mess
which is run by prisoners. This restaurant is open to the public so
www.hoddereducation.psychologyreview
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if you are in Brixton and fancy some lunch you can pop along to
The Clink (Google it). The food is seriously full-on: burgers, chips,
puddings, custard, that sort of thing. It is much cheaper than highstreet chains because the labour charges are much lower.
It’s now 2.00 p.m. and the meetings start again. There’s always
a meeting at 2.00 p.m. It might be a meeting about devising safer
custody procedures or it might be a senior management meeting.
Then there might be a tour of D Wing, which is the medical area.
It mainly holds prisoners with mental health issues, which are very
common among prisoners.

Coming to the end of a day
At 5.00 p.m. it is the end of the day and I put my coat on, but often
as not something happens in the prison and the coat comes off again
and I’m back into dealing with incidents. You can never be sure when
you’re going to leave.
So, in a nutshell, that is the life of a prison psychologist. Always
challenging, usually interesting and very rewarding.
Karen Slade now works with the forensic psychology team
at Nottingham Trent University, running undergraduate
modules, and masters- and doctoral-level training for forensic
psychologists. She still has a lot of contact with prisons and
researches suicide and violence prevention.
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